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“Among the most debated single terms of ancient Greek mathematics is the 
word d$namis.” Thus begins [Hoyrup 19901, and this article goes on to discuss 
the problem-briefly, that Plato, at Theaetetus 147dff(an important passage, since 
it and the notorious “nuptial number” passage at Republic 546bflare chronologi- 
cally our first explicit references to incommensurability), may have used the word 
ambiguously to mean both a square and the side of a square. Hoyrup discusses all 
of the significant ancient Greek uses of this and associated terms, and all of the 
significant modern discussions of this topic; and he then widens the issue by 
pointing out that “both the basic Old Babylonian term for a geometric square 
(mitQartum) and the Sumerogram normally translated as “square root” (fb-si,) 
appear (when translated into modern terminology and concepts) to designate alter- 
nately the square and its side” (p. 208). He finishes by proposing, very tentatively, 
that this, together with further similarities between the commercial uses of these 
words, may point to a borrowing by the Greeks from their neighbor, thus touching 
on another much-debated topic in the early history of Greek mathematics. 
I would like to widen the issue yet further by pointing out some other related 
ambiguities. First, the word square itself. The Oxford English Dictionary [I9331 
(hereafter OED, and references to it will be given in bold type), square sb. 5, lists 
the senses: a. (Obsolete) A side of a square, rectangle, or polygon; a face of a cube 
(with nine illustrative quotations dating from 1400 to 1753, of which the last, for 
example, is: 1753 HANWAY Trau. III. xxxiv (1762) I. 157 This city is inclosed 
within a wall above a mile in each square) and b. (Rare-’ [l]) The measurement 
of each side of a square object (with the quotation: 1771 LUCKOMBE Hist. 
Printing 294 Four inches . . is the square of the Hind-post). 
Next, some obsolete units: the perch, OED sb.* III 5a, is a measure of length, 
5b a measure of area of land, and SC a measure of volume of stone. The word 
comes from French, so a check in the French dictionaries also yields another unit 
of area, the arpent, a hundred (square) perches, which, in Canadian French, is 
also used for length [2]. Checking this word in the OED, we find, as a quotation 
for arpent, a clear use offoot for a square measure. Indeed, at foot III 7a, we see 
that it is used as a measure of length, area, or volume. Nor is this usage completely 
obsolete: 7d is a foot of town gas, with first quotation in 1838. At this point, one 
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realises that this kind of thing is quite common: I have, myself, bought sand by 
the yard (~b.~ 9a; also see 10a & b), and a further search yields many more such 
examples. Nor is it restricted to modern languages: [Fischler 19791 unravels a 
tangled tale in which plethron is used to denote both length (e.g., Herodotus, 
Histories II 124) and area (ibid., VII 199) and with this we are back in the Greek 
context. 
There surely cannot be any possibility of a borrowing by the English from the 
earlier usages; so this further example should temper the plausibility of Hoyt-up’s 
proposal that the Greek usage may itself have been borrowed. Moreover the 
Greeks were notoriously uninterested in other people’s languages; see, for exam- 
ple, [Harris 1989, 138-1391. Also it might moderate the scholarly fuss that some- 
times is made over Plato’s ambiguous use of dy’namis. 
While readers are consulting the OED, I commend them also to the complicated 
entries for trapezium and trapezoid. (These entries have to be completed by 
referring to the supplement to the OED (1985) or its second edition (1989), which 
points out that these words are now apparently a complementary pair offaux amis 
in US/British usage, though they have not always been so.) 
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NOTES 
1. This “ - 1” signifies that only one instance of the item in context is known, the one quoted here; 
“ - 0” would signify that all known occurrences occur in dictionaries, etc. gee the General Explanations 
in Vol. i, p. xxvii. 
2. Roger Herz-Fischler, who has provided most of the material for this paragraph, tells me that “it 
was still used in 1%6 in the GaspC Pennisula, as I learned when I asked directions of a local inhabitant.” 
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